The Occupational Vision Assessment
by Olga S. Tompkins, MPH, RN, COHN-S/SM, CSP, FAAOHN T he purpose of the occupational vision assessment is to identify visual ability that is out of the reference range for a safe and effective level of productivity. "Clearly, the way we use our eyes can determine how well we learn, work and perform" (Anshel, 2006, p. 20) . A basic vision examination is an important component of the post-offer examination, hazard-specific vision surveillance, or return-to-work fitness determination and it is a means to prevent occupational eye injuries and driving accidents. Workers are screened for general eye health, distance and near vision, color distinction, visual fields, and tonometry. Those who have corrective lens are examined with and without them.
Visual acuity refers to sharpness and clarity of vision. , 2010) . The British use the metric equivalent, which is 6/6 vision. Visual acuity can be tested using the basic wall chart or more advanced occupational vision screening instruments.
Visual acuity is affected by many factors, such as nearsightedness, farsightedness, astigmatism, or eye diseases. "Nearsightedness (myopia) is a common vision condition in which you can see objects near to you clearly, but objects farther away are blurry" (Mayo Clinic, 2010b) . This can be problematic if the employee is driving a company forklift or other vehicle. "Farsightedness (hyperopia) is a common vision condition in which you can see distant objects clearly, but objects nearby may be blurry" (Mayo Clinic, 2010a) . This condition can affect a worker's ability to perform detailed close work or extensive reading. "If any distortion in the shape of the cornea or other optical structures is present, astigmatism can occur" (Anshel, 2007, p. 414) .
Poor color vision is often characterized as color blindness, but it is more accurate to define it as an inability to distinguish among certain colors. The Ishihara color test, consisting of a series of color plates containing a circle of dots that appear randomly in color and size, is used to diagnose redgreen color deficiencies. An alternate pattern of dots in the form of a number is embedded within each circle.
The visual field is the scope of what the eye sees when the head and eye are fixed. It includes central and peripheral vision and is usually measured in degrees of visual angle. The visual field can be tested to measure the extent and distribution of the field of vision. A simple and preliminary test is the confrontation visual field examination in which the employee covers one eye and stares at the examiner, who then moves his hand out of the employee's visual field and then brings it back in. The employee signals when the examiner's hand comes back into view.
Tonometry measures the intraocular pressure, which is the fluid pressure or tension within the eye. Elevated pressure is an indication of glaucoma, which can lead to blindness by damaging the optic nerve. A basic tonometry test is non-contact tonometry, using a puff of air. Based on the eye's resistance to the puff of air, the machine calculates the intraocular pressure.
Frequently, the initial history and assessment identify areas that warrant referral for further study. "Common life processes will diminish some acuity, while diseases can and do affect millions of employees. Cataracts, diabetic retinopathy, macular degeneration, stroke, and trauma can and do alter the visual abilities of employees" (Margaretta & Weissman, 2009, p. 48 ). Diabetes is a major cause of preventable blindness. Glaucoma can cause peripheral vision loss. Antimalarial medications can negatively affect the visual field. Occupational health surveillance may be a requirement for those operating or maintaining a non-sealed-beam class 3b or class 4 laser.
Most essential job functions have a visual component. It may be near vision for the computer systems engineer, full visual fields for the truck driver, depth perception for the machine operator, or hand-eye coordination for the nail technician. Early identification and prevention of further vision loss enhances workplace productivity and job performance quality.
